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THE DUTIES OF MAN AS TAUGHT BY THE BOOK 
OF PROVERBS. 



By Charles F. Kent, Ph.D., 
The University of Chicago. 



/. Introductory: Neglect of the Book of Proverbs ; cause found in its lack 
of order ; a new arrangement necessary; canons of classification. — //. Illus- 
tration of method; duties of man as set forth in the Book. 

Of all the books of the Old Testament perhaps none is less 
read or studied than the Book of Proverbs. Certainly none is 
less deserving of the degree of neglect that it receives. Ministers 
sometimes search through it for a text, and the International 
Sunday School Committee have been wont, every seven years, 
to select a chapter or two from it for study. Old people often 
find great pleasure in reading this book, since its epigrammatic 
verses express so pointedly and truly their own life experiences. 
But to the great majority of Bible students it is a terra incognita. 

The reason of this lies on the surface. The taste of the 
Occident demands system, continuity of thought and logical 
connection. The Book of Proverbs, which, in external form, is 
a typical product of the Orient, is almost totally lacking in each 
of these qualities. Except in a few chapters at the beginning 
and end of the book, it is impossible to discover any systematic 
principle of classification. Sometimes a catch word explains 
why two or more proverbs are found grouped together. But, as 
a rule, no distinct reason is discernable why a proverb was put 
in one place rather than another. Thus, the Book of Proverbs 
stands as the supreme example of the sententious type of litera- 
ture so dear to the Semitic mind. 

But for the Occidental, familiar with logical methods of 
thought, this only leads to confusion. No sooner has he grasped 
the idea contained in one verse than he is plunged into an 
entirely different thought realm. Having made a conquest of the 
truth contained in the second proverb, the reader is obliged to 
repeat the same experiences in each succeeding verse. The 
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result is most disastrous. All that was gained from the earlier 
verses is lost, because the association of ideas, the indispensable 
servant of memory, is here utterly helpless. Teachings respect- 
ing man's duty to God, the management of a farm, the divine 
character, the fool, sin, the nature of man, duties of children, the 
future life, and many other subjects that concern man, are all 
jumbled together in the same chapter. It is not strange, there- 
fore, that most people do not find Proverbs fascinating reading; 
or, if they do read it perfunctorily, do this so carelessly that they 
neither grasp nor retain the thought. And yet no one will deny 
that the Book of Proverbs, the great repository of the crystal- 
lized experience of the Hebrew people, contains beautiful 
thoughts, beautifully expressed, and valuable truths, too valuable 
to be thus slighted. 

The cause of this unwarranted neglect is evident. What 
shall be the remedy ? Here it is much easier to prescribe than 
apply. Evidently this chaos must be reduced to order ; and 
classification must be the tool. 

In classifying, another most desirable end can be conserved. 
The demand for commentaries has not ceased, and never will 
while there is such a wide divergence in thought and expression 
between the Semitic past and the Indo-European present. How- 
ever, not voluminous tomes, but something brief, to the point, 
helpful rather than confusing, is what is wanted. A detailed 
classification enables the reader, at a glance and almost uncon- 
sciously, to grasp the interpretation of a passage from its position. 

In classifying the Proverbs the following canons have been 
adopted : 

1. Not external form, but the fundamental idea presented by 
each proverb shall be the basis of classification. 

2. In the cases where a theme is treated consecutively, the 
order adopted by the original author shall be observed as far as 
is consonant with logical arrangement. 

3. Proverbs repeating the idea brought out by another prov- 
erb, whether in the same or slightly different form, shall be 
omitted. 

4. The integrity of each proverb shall be respected. 
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5. The text or marginal readings of the Revised Version shall 
be employed except where this manifestly fails to bring out the 
original meaning of the Hebrew text, as revised by the aid of 
the Septuagint and other versions. 

6. To give completeness to the treatment of each theme a 
proverb containing two or more distinct ideas may be repeatedly 
presented under different heads. 

7. The material under each head and sub-head shall be 
arranged so as to develop the subject as far as possible in logical 
order. 

The following presents, in part, the testimony of the book 
respecting the duties of man : 

I. MAN'S DUTIES TO ANIMALS. 

A righteous man regardeth the life of his beast : 12:10 

But the tender mercies of the wicked are cruel. 

II. MAN'S DUTIES TO OTHERS. 

1. To Avoid. 

a. Indolence. As vinegar to the teeth, and as smoke to the eyes, 1 o : 26 

So is the sluggard to them that send him. 

b. Disdainful- He that despiseth his neighbour is void of wisdom : 11:12 

ness. But a man of understanding holdeth his peace. 

c. Greed. He that augmenteth his substance by usury and 28 : 8 

increase, 
Gathereth it for him that hath pity on the poor. 
He that is of a greedy spirit stirreth up strife : 28 : 25 

But he that putteth his trust in the Lord shall be 

made fat. 

A.. Hatred. Hatred stirreth up strifes : 10:12 

But love covereth all transgressions. 

e. Anger. An angry man stirreth up strife, 29 : 22 

And a wrathful man aboundeth in transgression. 

A wrathful man stirreth up contention : 15:18 

But he that is slow to anger appeaseth strife. 

f. Jealousy. Wrath is cruel, and anger is overwhelming ; 27:4 

But who is able to stand before jealousy ? 

g. Revenge. Say not, I will recompense evil : 20 : 22 

Wait on the Lord, and he shall save thee. 

h. Ingratitude. Whoso rewardeth evil for good, 17:13 

Evil shall not depart from his house. 

i. Contention. Strive not with a man without cause, 3 : 30 

If he have done thee no harm. 
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j. Flattery. 



k. Dissimula- 
tion. 



If thou hast done foolishly in lifting up thyself, 30 : 32 

Or if thou hast thought evil, 

Lay thine hand upon thy mouth. 

For the churning of milk bringeth forth butter, 30 : 33 

And the wringing the nose bringeth forth blood : 

So the forcing of wrath bringeth forth strife. 

It is an honour for a man to keep aloof from strife : 20 : 3 

But every fool shows his teeth. 

He that vexeth himself with strife that does not 26:17 

belong to him, 
Is like one that taketh a passing dog by the ears. 
He loveth transgression who loveth strife : 17 : 19 

He that raiseth high his gate seeketh destruction. 
Cast out the scorner, and contention shall go out; 22: 10 
Yea, strife and ignominy shall cease. 
A fool's lips bring contention, 18:6 

And his mouth calleth for stripes. 

As coals are to the hot embers, and wood to fire; 26:21 
So is a contentious man to inflame strife. 

The beginning of strife is as when one letteth out 17:14 

water, 
Therefore leave off quarrelling before showing the 

teeth. 
Better is a dry morsel and quietness therewith, 17:1 

Than an house full of feasting with strife. 

The words of a whisperer are as dainty morsels, 18:8 
And they go down into the innermost parts of the 

body. 
He that blesseth his friend with a loud voice, 27:14 

rising early in the morning, 
It shall be counted a curse to him. 

A man that flattereth his neighbour 29 : 5 

Spreadeth a net for his steps. 

A lying tongue hateth those whom it hath wounded : 26 : 28 
And a flattering mouth worketh ruin. 
He that rebuketh a man shall afterward find more 28 : 23 

favour 

Than he that flattereth with the tongue. 

Fervent lips and a wicked heart 26 : 23 

Are like an earthen vessel overlaid with silver 

dross. 
He that hateth dissembleth with his lips, 26 : 24 

But layeth up deceit within him : 

When he speaketh fair, believe him not ; 26 : 25 

For there are seven abominations in his heart ; 
Though his hatred cover itself with guile, 26 : 26 

His wickedness shall be openly shewed before the 

congregation. 
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1. Lying. 



m. Breach of 
confidence. 



n. Treachery. 



o. Slander. 



. Evil machi- 
nations. 



Whoso diggeth a pit shall fall therein : 26 : 27 

And he that rolleth a stone, it shall return upon 
him. 

A faithful witness will not lie ; 14:5 

But a false witness uttereth lies. 

A righteous man hateth lying : 13:5 

But a wicked man causeth shame and bringeth 

reproach. 
The lip of truth shall be established forever: 12:19 
But a lying tongue is but for a moment. 
As clouds and wind without rain, 25 : 14 

So is he that boasteth himself of his gifts falsely. 
Bread of falsehood is sweet to a man ; 20 : 17 

But afterwards his mouth shall be filled with gravel. 
A lying tongue hateth those whom it hath crushed ; 26 : 28 
And a flattering mouth worketh ruin. 

He that goeth about as a talebearer revealeth 11:13 

secrets : 
But he that is of a faithful spirit concealeth the 

matter. 
He that goeth about as a talebearer revealeth 20 : 19 

secrets : 
Therefore meddle not with him that openeth wide 

his lips. 

As a madman who casteth firebrands, 26 : 1 8 

Arrows, and death ; 

So is the man that deceiveth his neighbour, 26 : 19 

And saith, "Am not I in sport?" 

A man shall eat good by the fruit of his mouth : 13:2 

But desire of the treacherous is violence. 

With his mouth the godless man destroyeth his 11:9 

neighbour : 
But through knowledge shall the righteous be 

delivered. 
The north wind bringeth forth rain : 25 : 23 

So doth a backbiting tongue an angry countenance. 
For lack of wood the fire goeth out : 26 : 20 

And where there is no whisperer, contention 

ceaseth. 
A froward man scattereth abroad strife : 16 : 28 

And a whisperer separateth trusted friends. 
He that findeth hatred is of lying lips; 10: 18 

And he that uttereth a slander is a fool. 

Devise not evil against thy neighbour, 3 : 29 

Seeing he dwelleth securely by thee. 

A worthless man deviseth mischief : 16 : 27 

And in his lips there is a scorching fire. 
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He that shutteth his eyes to devise froward things, 

He that compresseth his lips, bringeth evil to pass. 

He that winketh with the eye causeth sorrow : 

But a prating fool shall fall. 

A worthless person, a man of iniquity ; 

He walketh with a froward mouth ; 

He winketh with his eyes, he shuffleth with his feet, 

He maketh signs with his ringers ; 

Frowardness is in his heart, he deviseth evil con- 
tinually ; 

He letteth loose discord. 

Therefore shall his calamity come suddenly ; 

On a sudden shall he be broken, and that without 
remedy. 

He that deviseth to do evil, 

Men shall call him a mischievous person. 

Evil devices are an abomination to the Lord : 

But pleasant words are pure. 

q. Oppression of Rob not the poor, for he is poor, 

the poor. Neither crush the afflicted in the gate : 
For the Lord will plead their cause, 
And despoil of life those that despoil them. 



r. Stealing 

land. 



s. Deeds of 

violence. 



16:30 



10: 10 



6:12 
6:13 
6: 14 



6:15 



24:8 
15 :26 

22:22 
22 :23 



Remove not the ancient landmark, 

Which thy fathers have set. 

Remove not the ancient landmark ; 

And enter not into the fields of the fatherless: 

For their redeemer is strong : 

He shall plead their cause against thee. 

The words of the wicked are a lying in wait for 

blood : 
But the mouth of the upright shall deliver them. 
A man of violence enticeth his neighbour, 
And leadeth him in a way that is not good. 
The bloodthirsty hate him that is perfect : 
But the upright care for his soul. 
When the wicked rise, men hide themselves : 
But when they perish the righteous increase. 
Envy thou not the man of violence, 
And choose none of his ways. 
For the perverse is an abomination to the Lord : 
But his secret is with the upright. 

If they say, Come with us, 

Let us lay wait for blood, 

Let us lurk privately for the innocent without cause ; 

Let us swallow them up alive as Sheol, 

And whole as they that go down into the pit ; 

We shall find all precious substance, 

We shall fill our nouses with spoil ; 



22:28 
23:10 
23:11 

12:6 

16:29 
29: 10 
28:28 



:3i 



32 



1 : 11 



1:13 
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Thou shalt cast thy lot among us ; 1:14 

We will all have one purse : 

My son, walk not thou in the way with them ; 1:15 

Refrain thy foot from their path : 

For their feet run to evil, 1:16 

And they make haste to shed blood. 

For in vain is the net spread, 1:17 

In the eyes of any bird : 

And these lay wait for their own blood, I : 18 

They lurk privily for their own lives. 

So are the ways of every one that is greedy of gain ; 1:19 

It taketh away the life of the owners thereof. 



2. To Cherish. 

a. Strict justice. It is joy to the righteous to do judgement ; 21:15 

But it is a destruction to the workers of iniquity. 

To do justice and judgement 21:3 

Is more acceptable to the Lord than sacrifice. 

b. Uprightness. An unjust man is an abomination to the righteous : 29 : 27 

And he that is upright in the way is an abomina- 
tion to the wicked. 
The lips of the righteous know what is acceptable : 10 : 32 
But the mouth of the wicked is frowardness. 
The mouth of the righteous is a fountain of life: 10:11 
But the mouth of the wicked covereth violence. 
The tongue of the righteous is as choice silver : 10 : 20 

The heart of the wicked is little worth. 
The lips of the righteous feed many : 10:21 

But the foolish die for lack of understanding. 
The thoughts of the righteous are judgement: 12:5 
But the counsels of the wicked are deceit. 
The heart of the righteous studieth to answer : 15:28 

But the mouth of the wicked poureth out evil 

things. 
The fruit of the righteous is a tree of life ; 1 1 : 30 

And he that is wise winneth souls. 

The wicked desireth the prey of evil men : 12:12 

But the root of the righteous yieldeth fruit. 
When the righteous triumph, there is great glory : 28 : 12 
But when the wicked rise, men hide themselves. 



c. Fidelity in Thine own friend and thy father's friend 27 : 10 

friendship. Forsake not. 

Confidence in an unfaithful man in time of trouble 28 : 19 
Is like a broken tooth, and a foot out of joint. 

A friend loveth at all times, 17 = 17 

And is a brother born for adversity. 
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e. Charity to- 
wards anoth- 
er's faults. 

f. Consideration 
for another's 
feelings. 



g- 



Wisdom in 
treating with 
a fool. 



d. Courage in If thou faint in the day of adversity, 24 : 10 

delivering Thy strength is small. 

the innocent. Deliver them that are carried away unto death, 24:11 

And those that are tottering to the slaughter see 

that thou hold back. 
If thou sayest, " Behold, we knew not this :" 24 : 12 

Doth not he that weigheth the hearts consider it ? 
And he that keepeth thy soul, doth not he know it ? 
And shall he not render to every man according 
to his work ? 

He that covereth a transgression seeketh love : 17:9 

But he that harpeth on a matter separateth trusted 
friends. 

As one that taketh off a garment in cold weather, 25 : 20 

and as vinegar upon a wound, 
So is he that singeth songs to a heavy heart. 

Speak not in the hearing of a fool ; 23:9 

For he will despise the wisdom of thy words. 

Answer a fool according to his folly, 26 : 5 

Lest he be wise in his own eyes. 

As snow in summer, and as rain in harvest, 26 : I 

So honour is not seemly for a fool. 

As one that bindeth fast a stone in a sling, 26 : 8 

So is he that giveth honour to a fool. 

h. Tact in A word fitly spoken 25:11 

speaking. Is like apples of gold in chased work of silver. 

He kisseth the lips 24 : 26 

That giveth a right answer. 

The healing tongue is a tree of life : 15:4 

But perverseness therein is a breaking of the spirit. 
The wise in heart shall be called prudent : 16 : 21 

And the sweetness of the lips increaseth learning. 

i. Kind words. There is that which speaketh rashly like the pierc- 12:18 
ings of a sword : 
But the tongue of the wise is health. 

A soft answer turneth away wrath : 15:1 

But a grievous word stirreth up anger. 

Pleasant words are as an honeycomb, 16 : 24 

Sweet to the soul, and health to the bones. 

j. Helpfulness. The righteous is a guide to his neighbour : 12 : 26 

But the way of the wicked causeth them to err. 

k. Liberality. Withhold not good from them to whom it is due, 3 : 27 
When it is in the power of thine hand to do it. 
Say not unto thy neighbour, Go, and come again, 3 : 28 

And to-morrow I will give ; 
When thou hast it by thee. 
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1. Mercy. 



m. Love. 



n. Kindness 
toward an 
enemy. 



There is that coveteth greedily all the day long : 21:26 

But the righteous giveth and withholdeth not. 

Many will intreat the favour of the liberal man: 19:6 

And every man is a friend to him that giveth gifts. 

The liberal soul shall be made f at : 11:25 

And he that watereth shall be watered also himself. 

He that withholdeth corn, the people shall curse 1 1 : 26 

him : 
But blessing shall be upon the head of him that 

selleth it. 

He that despiseth his neighbour sinneth : 14:21 

But he that hath pity on the poor, happy is he. 

He that hath pity upon the poor lendeth unto the 19 : 17 
Lord, 

And his good deed will he pay him again. 

Whoso mocketh the poor reproacheth his Maker : 17:5 

And he that is glad at calamity shall not be un- 
punished. 

The merciful man doeth good to his own soul : 11:17 

But he that is cruel troubleth his own flesh. 

Give strong drink unto him that is ready to perish, 31:6 

And wine unto the bitter in soul : 

Let him drink, and forget his poverty, 31:7 

And remember his misery no more. 

Let not mercy and truth forsake thee : 3:3 

Bind them about thy neck ; 

Write them upon the table of thine heart : 

So shalt thou find favour and good understanding 3 : 4 

In the sight of God and man. 

Hatred stirreth up strifes : 10:12 

But love covereth all transgressions. 

Better is a portion of herbs where love is, 15:17 

Than a stalled ox and hatred therewith. 

Say not, I will do so to him as he hath done to 24 : 29 

me; 
I will render to the man according to his work. 
If thine enemy be hungry, give him bread to eat ; 25 : 21 
And if he be thirsty, give him water to drink : 
For thou shalt heap coals of fire upon his head, 
And the Lord shall reward thee. 



a. What it is. 



IV. MAN'S DUTIES TOWARD GOD. 

1. Reverence. 

The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom : 
And the knowledge of the Holy One is under- 
standing 



9 : 10 
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The fear of the Lord is the instruction of wisdom : 15:33 

And before honor goeth humility. 

He that walketh in his uprightness feareth the 14:2 

Lord: 
But he that is perverse in his ways despiseth him. 

b. Its rewards. My son, if thine heart be wise, 23 : 15 

My heart shall be glad, even mine : 

Yea, my reins shall rejoice, 23 : 16 

When thy lips speak right things. 

Let not thine heart envy sinners : 23 : 17 

But be thou in the fear of the Lord all the day 

long: 
For surely there is a reward : 23 :l8 

And thy hope shall not be cut off. 

Hear thou, my son, and be wise, 23 : 19 

And guide thine heart in the way. 

In the fear of the Lord is strong confidence : 14 : 26 

And his children shall have a place of refuge. 
The fear of the Lord is a fountain of life, 14 : 27 

To depart from the snares of death. 

The fear of the Lord prolongeth days : 10 : 27 

But the years of the wicked shall be shortened. 
The fear of the Lord tendeth to life : 19 : 23 

And he that hath it shall abide satisfied ; 
He shall not be visited with evil. 

Be not wise in thine own eyes ; 3:7 

Fear the Lord, and depart from evil : 
It shall be health to thy navel, 3 : 8 

And refreshment to thy bones. 

The reward of humility and the fear of the Lord, 22 : 4 
Is riches and honour and life. 

2. Submission. 

The foolishness of a man perverteth his way ; 19:3 

And his heart fretteth against the Lord. 

My son, despise not the discipline of the Lord : 3:11 

Neither be weary of his reproof : 

For whom the Lord loveth he reproveth ; 3:12 

Even as a father the son in whom he delighteth. 

3. Heeding the Prophetic Word. 

Where there is no vision, the people cast off 29:18 

restraint : 
But he that keepeth the teaching, happy is he. 

Whoso despiseth the word maketh himself a debtor 13:13 

thereto. 
But he that feareth the commandment shall be 

rewarded. 
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4. Honour. 



Honour the Lord with thy substance, 3 : 9 

And with the first-fruits of all thine increase : 
So shall thy barns be filled with plenty, 3 : 10 

And thy vats shall overflow with new wine. 

5. Trust. 

The fear of man bringeth a snare : 29 : 25 

But whoso putteth his trust in the Lord shall be 

protected. 
He that giveth heed unto the word shall find good : 16 : 20 
And whoso trusteth in the Lord, happy is he. 
He that is of a greedy spirit stirreth up strife 28 : 25 

But he that putteth his trust in the Lord shall be 

made fat. 
He that trusteth in his own heart is a fool : 28 : 26 

But whoso walketh wisely, he shall be delivered. 
Trust in the Lord with all thine heart, 3 : 5 

And lean not upon thine own understanding : 
In all thy ways acknowledge him, 3 : 6 

And he shall make plain thy path. 



